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And thou shall have a paddle upon thy weapon; and it shall 
be, when thou wilt ease thyself abroad, thou shalt dig there-
with and shalt turn back and cover that which cometh from 
thee: 
[Deuteronomy, xxiii, 13, The Bible; referred to by Dr Hugh 
Bell in his Preface to The Dry Closet System, after Nature.] 
During the debate on a sanitary measure in the Queensland 
Legislative Council in *the 1860s, one member, the Hon. W. 
Wood, declared that "he could not see why, if the inhabitants 
of a town chose to be dirty, the Ministry should step in to 
prevent them"'. His attitude was typical of that adopted by 
many parliamentarians who found it difficult to conceive of 
public health as an important — or even a necessary — sphere 
for government intervention and control. Medical practitioner 
members of both Houses were notable exceptions to the norm. 
But apart from their interest, the Public Health Acts of 1872 
and 1884 came about more through public outcry at conditions 
conducive to the spread of disease and through campaigns by 
newspaper proprietors and editors than through the public 
spiritedness of politicians. 
Health measures had a low priority in political circles for 
many decades. Even as late as 1919 a review of Queensland 
legislation placed the significant Health Act of 1884 in a position 
of importance well below the Crown Lands Act ("the chief 
measure passed") and the Defence Act which established the 
principle of compulsory service in time of war. "Among other 
measures passed," wrote Charles Bernays, "were a comprehensive 
Health Act, a Bills of Exchange Act, a Wages Act, a Pharmacy 
Act and the Native Birds Protection Act . . ."2. Probably no 
nicer assessment of the Acts' relative importance in official eyes 
could be found anywhere. Admittedly, there had always been 
very strong pressure for reform from some quarters, and slight 
improvements in official and general public attitudes towards 
health matters had become apparent in the years prior to 1884. 
The Central Board of Health, the body appointed under the 
Health Act of 1872 to superintend the colony's health affairs, 
was able by 1876 to report that householders' prejudices against 
sanitary reforms were gradually being overcome, even when this 
involved considerable expensed The Board's published report 
of the following year announced that this was no transitory 
interest as sanitary matters continued to engage much of the 
attention of both the government and the people of the colony*. 
The report could have added that this interest was often stirred 
by the quite appalling sanitary conditions prevailing everywhere. 
Yet for twelve years health affairs in Queensland limped along 
under a Health Act, the basic inadequacies of which had been 
admitted even before its enactment. 
Queensland's first Health Act, passed in 1872, was a panic 
measure introduced hurriedly as smallpox made its unwelcome 
appearance in New Zealand, Victoria and New South Wales. 
During the pre-enactment debate the Bill had been labelled by 
* Research student, Department of History, University of 
Queensland. 
its proponent in the Upper House, Dr Hobbs, as a mere 
"instalment" from which "not much could be expected"^. The 
Act provided for the appointment by the Governor in Council 
of a Central Board of Health of not fewer than seven persons, 
at lea.st two of whom had to be legally qualified medical 
practitioners^. The Board's powers were fairly effectively 
circumscribed. Its role was to advise the government on all 
sanitary matters and from time to time to issue regulations 
for the prevention or mitigation of disease within the colony. 
Given the state of medical knowledge in this period and the 
wide acceptance of the miasmatic theory of disease propagation, 
it was hardly surprising that the emphasis in these regulations 
was on sanitation. 
The provisions of the 1872 Health Act were not enforced 
automatically. The government intended to put the Act into 
operation by proclaiming it to be in force "whenever the colony 
or any part thereof . . . appear[ed] to be threatened with any 
formidable epidemic endemic or contagious disease"''. Local 
Boards of Health of at least three persons were to be appointed 
to superintend and see to the execution of health regulations 
wherever a city, town or division was proclaimed to be subject 
to the Act. Unfortunately long-term improvements were ruled 
out by the short six-monthly proclamation period^, though areas 
could be and frequendy were re-proclaimed almost continuously. 
Virtually every succeeding year of the seventies saw attempts 
made to amend this Act. In 1874 the Central Board of Health, 
frustrated in their attempts to eradicate plague spots and other 
sanitary evils, and at times actively opposed by local authorities, 
framed a Bill designed to provide for efficient vaccination, for 
the inspection and regulation of public boarding houses, and to 
prevent the sale of adulterated food, drinks, and medicines. The 
Bill also allowed for the compulsory appointment of local Boards 
of Health, should local authorities be remiss in attending to 
health duties. The Bill envisaged considerable power for the 
Central Board of Health. This was a powerful point of objection 
for some members of parliament who resented the Central Health 
Board as an irresponsible nominee body, not answerable for 
their actions in the legal sense. Moreover, as government 
appointees, Board members were not subject to the controls of 
the ballot box and were unlikely to be sensitive to the wishes 
of the electors whose rates and taxes they could nevertheless 
dispense by directing local authorities to carry out capital 
improvements such as drainage and swamp clearance. But 
essentially the 1874 Health Bill was defeated by its friends. 
These Members desired the Bill's passage, but were dissatisfied 
with its scope'. Another attempt at amendment was made in 
1875, with the Central Board of Health warning the government 
on the financial needs of Local Boards and stressing the dangers 
of noxious trades in closely settled communities'". Althougii 
Parliament sitting as a Committee of the Whole was in favour 
of the measure the Bill was discharged from the paper before 
the second reading". The same fate awaited the proposed 
Amending Act of 1877'^, although the Central Board's 
recommended prohibitions on the depositing of all kinds oi 
filth in rivers and streams, on streets, or in any public place 
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would have made Queensland a far sweeter smelling place — 
if passed and then if observed. Their suggestion that all 
premises in proclaimed areas should have portable rubbish 
boxes was an excellent one ' \ since many householders simply 
left objectionable refuse strewn about their yards, back premises 
being especially prone to this type of nuisance. Even where 
more health-conscious citizens did provide some receptacle for 
rubbish collection the containers were often too large and too 
heavy for scavengers to handle. 
It seems rather surprising that the Health Act Amending Bill 
of 1878 was also lost — this time through prorogation. There 
was no government opposition to the Bill which was introduced 
at a time when the whole colony was deeply concerned about 
the high infant death rate'". In fact the Registrar General's 
report which was used for debating purposes showed that 
whereas the infant death rate for England and Wales was 153 
per 1000, the death rate of children of comparable age in 
Brisbane was a shockingly high 245 per 1000. Infant mortality 
rates for the suburban district of Brisbane were even higher at 
47.39 per cent—about three times the death rate of children 
in Queensland's rural areas. Country returns were generally 
satisfactory except for the figures for the populous towns of 
Stanthorpe. Rockhampton, Cooktown and Townsville, which 
were "all too high"'-\ The young and burgeoning colony 
looking hopefully to the future could not afford such a low 
survival rate among its native-born infants. 
In that same year Toowoomba had been the centre of an 
outbreak of typhoid fever so extensive and virulent that the 
government had been frightened into action. An investigating 
committee found that some of the grossest sanitary evils of 
the old towns in England had been reproduced in the colony"'. 
Toowoomba's inner streets were lined with "overflowing cesspits, 
filthy pigsties, dirty poultry houses, offensive middens . . . 
putrefying accumulations of fruit and vegetables, Ul kept drains 
and stagnating slop-water and slime"'"'. Unfortunately there is 
no reason to believe that Toowoomba's condition was any worse 
than that of many other provincial towns and villages throughout 
Queensland, or indeed that many parts of the capital itself 
could not have rivalled the city on the Downs in filthiness. 
There are several reasons why even against this dark back-
ground of disease, filth, and death the government failed to 
push this Bill through. One was the Central Board of Health's 
attempt to introduce the more relaxed British methods of medical 
inspection of ships rather than the stricter form of quarantine 
then practised in Queensland ports"*. This move also heralded 
the possible intrusion into the administration of quarantine affairs 
by the Central Board.. Both the British measures and the Board's 
interference were strongly resented and oppo.sed by the Govern-
ment Health Officer, Dr Challinor, who did not hesitate to 
acquaint the Colonial Secretafy with his views. With regard to 
purely quarantine matters Challinor underlined the great dangers 
of introducing smallpox and cholera from Asia owing to the 
short time taken by ships plying between Asian ports and those 
of the colony. He claimed that the latent period for the diseases 
was longer than the sailing time between Singapore and Thursday 
Island, Cooktown, Townsville, and ports even further south, 
it was quite possible for these di.seases to gain entry to the 
colony if the practice of quarantining suspect ships was 
discontinued. Challinor pointed out that in the absence of 
such highly organised sanitary authorities as obtained in Great 
Britain, if any cases of smallpox or cholera should break out 
in the northern districts, the rapidity and virulence with which 
they would be likely to spread over a widely extended area was 
fearful to contemplate'''. 
The Government Health Officer also noted that in the Bill 
then before Parliament to amend the 1872 Health Act it was 
proposed to invest the Central Board of Health with the 
"management of Quarantine Stations and all other matters 
relating to Quarantine". Challinor himself became rather 
"virulent" on this question. The irresponsible Board of Health 
which was not legally liable for the maladministration of its 
functions was hardly the body to be entrusted with these 
weighty matters. Moreover, Challinor accused the Board of 
having recently shown a distinct lack of moral courage in 
recommending the too early release of the quarantined Western 
Monarch, which had arrived in the colony infected with typhoid 
fever. Dr Challinor suggested that the presence on board of 
some relatives of one member of the Central Board, and 
perhaps more importantly, a large consignment of goods for 
its ex officio Chairman, the Colonial Secretary, had prompted 
this extremely unsound advice. Authorities in charge of 
Quarantine would have to be strong enough to oppose the 
known or conjectured wishes or interests of any Minister of 
the Crown, or any one else for that matter, if such interests 
ran counter to the good of the colony as a whole^". Challinor 
had already made known his views on the medical capabilities 
of the doctor members of the Central Board of Health. Their 
reports were simply the ''ip.se di.xit of an irresponsible Board 
and 1 venture to predict that [they] will never commend 
[themselves] to the judgment of any intelligent and unbiassed 
member of the medical profession . . ."2'. Challinor, a Fellow 
of the Royal College of Surgeons with wide experience in 
private practice and in various government positions in the 
colony, was certainly competent to express opinions on medical 
and quarantine matters. And the outspoken remarks were 
typical of him. Throughout his whole career Challinor showed 
a "blunt courage and cared not a whit for public opinion"^^, 
or apparendy, for the feelings and reputations of others. 
Another very real difficulty with the projected legislation of 
1878 was that certain clauses of the Bill proposed to vest in 
the Central Board of Health the requisite power "without which 
they will not be sufficiently armed to meet a great cause of 
sickness which now prevails"^\ The Central Board also regarded 
as vital the right of their members or servants to enter any 
premises for inspection purposes. This particular problem 
hinged on the designation of lay inspectors under the 1872 
Health Act as "Health Officers", a term properly applicable 
only to qualified medical practitioners. The Board was to be 
proved right in their fears that this weakness in the Act would 
cause trouble in the future. By 1883, two or three canny 
individuals in Rockhampton had objected to the entry of 
"unqualified" nuisance inspectors to their premises, where 
excrement buried in back yards had caused "abominable 
nuisances" to neighbours^''. It was feared that this exercise 
of the individual right to challenge entry, which was possible 
under the defective 1872 Act, would spread to other crowded 
towns upsetting the whole inspection system on which even a 
modicum of sanitary efficiency depended. However, these 
attempts to secure extra powers for the central body were a 
continual source of friction up to and beyond the passing of 
the 1884 Health Act as local authorities, and indeed govern-
ments themselves, hesitated in a climate of laissez-faire to 
delegate authority to the centre, especially when the body 
concerned was an irresponsible Board. In any case the 
Amending Bill failed to pass as did a similar one proposed 
in 18792-''. Much later The Brisbane Courier observed that 
although successive governments had found the 1872 Health 
Act very unsatisfactory and had each promised Amending Acts 
somehow or other these always had to give way to what 
was considered more urgent business-^ — a sad commentary on 
contemporary governmental attitudes to health problems. 
The sanitary and disease situation appeared, however, to have 
improved slightly by this time. Certainly in Brisbane and its 
suburbs alone there were .still many areas where cesspits, pools 
of stagnant water, and "pigs . . . evidently luxuriating in the 
filth of the place"", had made their names "synonymous with 
every description of filth and abomination"2^ as Dr Kevin 
O'Doherty reminded the Legislative Council. He also felt that 
there was a need for constant amendment of any Health Act 
to keep abreast with .scientific discoveries, to enable the proper 
organisation of preventive mejisures, and to ensure domestic as 
well as public cleanliness. It was a great pUy that governments 
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could not legislate to better relations between Central and Local 
Boards of Health, and the various Municipal and Divisional 
Board authorities. In spite of temporary reconciliations, 
recriminations over drainage, earth-closet systems, and other 
sanitary matters often flared into bitterness. Nevertheless in 
1879, O'Doherty, who as the only medical member of the 
Legislative Assembly had been responsible for the introduction 
of Queensland's first sanitary measure and had interested 
himself continuously in the health affairs of the colony, 
announced that "so far, he considered the Health Act very 
satisfactory "29. 
Responsible authorities in Queensland apparently emerged 
from the seventies reasonably confident in their ability to 
cope with the colony's health problems. The Registrar General's 
returns for 1879 showed a heartening reduction of 513 in the 
number of registered deaths from all causes'"', and the Central 
Board of Health Progress Report for the same year recorded 
improvements in the health of the citizens of the municipality 
of Brisbane and various other areas of the colony. Surprisingly, 
it also commented favourably on the "thoroughly intelligent and 
practical manner" in which Local Boards of Health were 
attending to the opening up of watercourses, to swamn drainage, 
and to the prevention of pollution in water supplies in the 
various centres to which the Health Act had been applied. 
Further beneficial results were expected from drainage work 
then in progress in Brisbane-^'. 
There were other encouraging signs for Queensland as a 
whole at this time. The colony's economic situation, always 
of the utmost importance where the implementation of costly 
capital works connected with a proper system of sanitation was 
concerned, improved steadily throughout the early eighties. The 
better situation apparent by 1879 continued^^ the chief industries 
being fairly prosperous". By 1881 the main problem in the 
colony was the scarcity of labour. To cope with this, immigration 
Graph—Queensland. Death rates per lOO.OOO, from J. H. L. 
Cumpston and F. McCaWum.—History of Intestinal Infections. 
Commonwealth Health Service, 1927, p. 291. 
was being resumed on an increased scale. The financial reporter 
for Pugh's Queensland Almanac was delighted to announce that 
Queensland was beginning to attract substantial amounts of 
outside capital. Affluent Victorians, for example, were looking 
to the colony as a new outlet for their capital accumulations^''. 
And, the severe drought which had gripped Queensland during 
the greater part of the previous decade, and which had been 
held responsible not only for the general economic depression 
but also for the severe outbreak of typhoid fever in various 
areas•^^ appeared to be over by 1884''^. 
Unfortunately, in spite of optimistic official reports, the health 
situation, far from matching improvements in other spheres, 
began to deteriorate steadily in the early "dreadful 'Eighties"". 
The death and serious illness rate was rising rapidly. Local 
authorities were completely unable to deal with nuisances, quite 
often of their own making, which were dangerous to the public 
health. There was increasing pressure from newspapers and 
from sanitary and other societies which frequently warned of 
the dangers of sanitary neglect and urged the need for reform 
upon the government. The consequence was an unprecedented 
stimulation of public interest and debate though there was a 
constant need for the education of all levels of society in sanitary 
requirements and methods. 
There were certainly plenty of "fever beds" scattered 
throughout Queensland, to provide a vast amount of ammunition 
for sanitarian propagandists but undoubtedly, as far as Brisbane 
was concerned, the biggest and best publicised nuisance was the 
municipal manure depot, where the contents of closets, street 
and stable sweepings, dead animals, and other refuse were 
deposited. The problem of the disposal of human, domestic, 
and industrial waste was not peculiar to the nineteenth century 
or to the colony of Queensland, as is realized only too well 
to-day. However, it did present special difficulties for a colony 
which had no sewerage or proper drainage systems in any of its 
large centres of population each of which had long before 
officially settled on one of the several varieties of earth-closet 
arrangements available. Some leniency was, however, extended 
to persons who provided themselves with other suitable 
accommodation provided it caused no nuisance. A sampling 
of Brisbane inspectors' reports shows that although the majority 
of householders did have earth-closets, in varying degrees of 
cleanliness, many ignored the "approved" methods and resorted 
to casks, holes, water-closets, cesspits, and closets erected over 
rivers or streams, while some had no closet at all. A good 
proportion of earth-closet users refused to employ a nightman 
and buried the excrement on their premises^**. 
Unsatisfactory sanitary arrangements were not confined to 
private premises. One old closet owned by the Corporation — 
a public convenience which any respectable person would eschew 
to visit a second time '^^  — was to be found by the side of the 
road in Ipswich. "What with the obscene language and epithets 
on the walls and doors and faecal matter lying about in heaps, 
it is a sight I for one would not like to witness again", "Health" 
wrote to The Queensland Times'^^\ Similar problems appear 
to have cropped up in Charters Towers, where it was asserted 
"our whole scheme of life in respect to sanitation is worthy 
of savages. We enthrone dirt and bow before it""'. All the 
"civilized" settlements in Queensland had troubles of a like 
nature and in spite of the general acceptance of the earth-closet 
system there was considerable and vigorous support for some 
sort of water-carriage system. But pollution-conscious Queens-
landers — and tho.se concerned with the large financial outlay 
involved in a wholesale drainage and sewerage scheme''^ — had 
steadfastly rejected any such project almost from the commence-
ment of Queensland's independence from New South Wales. 
In 1865 a Central Board of Health was appointed by the 
Executive Council to report on the health of the colony and 
to prepare a Health Bill''\ The proposed Bill was rejected 
and no health legislation was passed until 1872. However, 
Queensland's first Health Board, after carefully considering the 
sewerage question, unanimously concluded that present and 
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future generations would be best served if the tidal rivers of 
the colony were not converted into main sewers. In Britain 
and the continent of Europe splendid rivers, polluted with the 
fUth of towns, had come to be regarded as monster nuisances 
contaminating the cities on their banks with "pestilential 
vapours". The Board therefore presented parliament with a 
scheme by which the towns and cities of the colony might 
be "relieved of their refuse of every description, without 
polluting the rivers, namely, by periodical district collection". 
Municipalities were to be empowered to contract with scavengers 
and nightmen for the removal of sweepings of the streets, dust, 
ashes and human wastes, the whole "to be afterwards conveyed 
to depots established for its reception"''''. There had been a 
succession of Central Boards, Local Boards of Health had been 
appointed, regulations had been gazetted, alternative schemes 
had been proposed but by the 1880s Brisbane and all principal 
towns in the colony of Queensland were stUl operating on the 
broad lines laid down in 1865. The principal difference as far 
as Brisbane residents were concerned was that the city, the 
depot, and the nuisance had grown out of all proportion with 
the years. 
Even before 1874 when the government officially set aside 
a reserve for the reception of the city's refuse on Enoggera 
Creek, Kelvin Grove the municipal councU had been using the 
area for dumping purposes. At least one protester had complained 
to The Brisbane Courier of the consequent great inconvenience 
to residents of the Kelvin Grove area'* .^ By the eighties 
complaints were flooding in to newspapers, to the municipal 
council, to members of parUament, and by deputation to the 
Premier himself. 
The depot was a distinct problem for several very important 
reasons. The reserve at Kelvin Grove was the receptacle for 
all kinds of filth, including faeces, dead animals, and general 
refuse for the whole of the city and the suburbs of Brisbane. 
This meant that collections made within the town boundaries 
or in any outlying areas had to be trundled through the city 
and suburban streets to Kelvin Grove, a progress sickening in 
the extreme. The "filthy, stinking, unwholesome nightcarts'"** 
were ponderous and noisy, emitted horrible smells, and were 
even likely to deposit some of their odious contents at odd 
places en route long before they reached the depot''"'. The 
situation of the reserve, well outside the boundaries of the main 
area serviced, created other difficulties including great bitterness 
between various councils and boards. The Brisbane Municipal 
CoimcU, for example, refused to employ the extra men needed 
to improve depot sanitation as the problem was, in their opinion, 
one for the Board in whose area the depot was situated''^. 
On the other hand, the Booroodabin Divisional Board, not 
unnaturally resenting the depot's unsavoury presence within 
their boundaries, refused to repair the only access road usable 
in wet weather. The municipal councU was forced to make 
alternative temporary arrangements to deposit refuse on private 
property some distance from the depot. This enraged nearby 
residents who angrily protested against "this glaring breach of 
municipal law" by the city's contractors acting under the 
Council's orders*'. Even worse, from an aldermanic point of 
View, the Brisbane council was forced to spend their ratepayers' 
money on road construction works outside their own area^ '^  — 
practically a criminal offence. In fact both the dumping and 
the spending were "illegal acts" under contemporary law, as 
the Mayor of Brisbane admitted to The Brisbane Courier, 
though he felt the whole imfortunate business came under the 
heading of a "necessity which knows no law"^'. 
But the main victims of the manure depot were the nearby 
residents and it was their anger and reaction to the "over-
whelming and obnoxious effluvium" arising from the area which 
virtually settled the fate of the 1872 Health Act. Appeals to 
their "natural protectors", the Divisional Boards of Booroodabin 
and Ithaca, were useless. The Boards were sympathetic but had 
no power to act beyond sending a deputation to the Colonial 
Secretary as Chairman ex officio of the Central Board of. 
Dr John Thomson. 
(By courtesy of Australian Medical Assmdation, 
Queensland Branch.} 
Health^^ Residents added their own petition to Sir Thomas 
Mcllwraith after his satisfactory report on the area had appeared 
in The Brisbane Courier^^. The petitioners asserted that some 
householders had been forced to abandon their homes altogether, 
described their vain efforts to exclude the hideous smells from 
their dwellings, and bewaUed the poUution of the creek whose 
waters were no longer fit for bathing or any other purposes. 
Ratepayers in the area claimed that the manure depot was a 
peril to their health and had seriously depreciated the worth of 
their properties^". There is more than a suspicion that the latter 
was considered the greater of the two evils. 
Mcllwraith had acted with unwonted speed on receipt of 
the Divisional Board complamts, had inspected the manure 
depot personally, and had reported quite favourably on the 
place to the Central Board of Health. Apart from the nightcarts, 
which were offensive, he was surprised to find the reserve in 
such a good condition. Having gone all along the creek in an 
unsuccessful search for the alleged pollution he inquired among 
the men who lived on its banks as to any unusual outbreak of 
fever but had been assured that there had been none. Indeed 
Mcllwraith did not think there was any real cause for complaint 
or danger arising from the depot at that time". Doubtless this 
opinion was coloured by his firm belief that both he and the 
Central Board were powerless to move in the matter in any case. 
The bland denial of the very real grievances of the residents 
of the Kelvin Grove area drew angry retorts from them m letters 
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to The Brisbane Courier. Mr George Buzacott had hoped that 
"facts stated"^^ by the deputation would have held some weight 
with the Central Board of Health. He stressed the polluted state 
of the creek and instanced several cases of fever, among them 
some typhoid victims, supplying names and addresses. He 
suggested that men who earned their living on the reserve were 
hardly the proper persons to approach for an unbiassed opinion 
on nightcarts, the pollution of the creek, or the existence of 
fever in the neighbourhood". Of course, irate residents could 
not be expected to take a completely disinterested view of the 
matter either. Mr John Tait certainly did not. 
"The manure depot is a decided nuisance. The stench 
arising from it at times during the night is most abominable 
and worse still is the traffic of the carts particularly in the 
return to the depot when the disgusting filth overflows and 
is spread along the road polluting the whole atmosphere 
. . . I am surprised that there have not been more cases 
of fevers from the effluvia arising from the depot . . . 
1 suppose that until disease has become rampant and spread 
to the city the Board of Health will not consider it their 
duty to interfere." 
Tait also complained that there was a preponderance of medical 
practitioners on the Central Board and implied that gentlemen 
"connected with the profession" would not find a wholesale 
outbreak of fever entirely to their disadvantage^^. James 
Campbell joined his neighbours in the condemnation of 
Mcllwraith and the Central Board of Health. Brief visits were 
quite different from living in an area. A slightly longer exposure 
to the fearful stench would very quickly change the Colonial 
Secretary's opinion. Moreover Mr Campbell was a man with 
a very practical turn of mind and he envisaged the possibility 
of ridding the district of a nasty nuisance, at the same time 
adding a tidy sum to the municipal coffers. He decried the 
methods used to dispose of nightsoil. 
"Over twenty loads in a single night have been tipped into 
the water courses leading into the [Enoggera] Creek, instead 
of being buried in the depot. Dr. Bell says that the stuff 
is half the value of guano. Then why in the name of 
common sense is it not taken to a farming district where 
it can be utilised. If an enterprising farmer with a few 
hundred acres of land had that contract he could grow as 
much lucerne as would keep Brisbane in hay in rainy 
seasons and make it pay better than either sugar or wool 
growing. It is not only a shame but a sin to throw away 
so much valuable manure and noone could ever make it 
pay to cart from there on account of the hilly roads let 
alone the nut grass . . ."^^ 
There were a few other residents about Enoggera Creek who 
attested to the effluvium and the sickness there; indeed, the 
persons concerned and their families had all suffered from 
various severe illnesses imputed to "stinks". However, they were 
convinced that nearby Macler's Victoria tannery and not the 
manure depot was the real source of the trouble. They were 
very much in the minority. But these petitioners did offer the 
Colonial Secretary some excellent advice which not only he but 
all inspecting parties of alleged insanitary premises would have 
done well to follow. The petitioners' English expression was 
poor, but the import is quite clear. "Dear Sir," wrote their 
scribe, a Mr E. Otto, "do not take no notice in that time when 
you are there to prove it because they clean and cover everything 
over, and today we seen it that they are over covered everything, 
because they think somebody comes out today and examines it"^". 
All too often this was exacdy what did happen when pre-
arranged inspection took place, though it is extremely unlikely 
that the Colonial Secretary ever set eyes on Mr Otto's plea. 
The petition was simply filed away without notation. 
Of course the whole manure depot question was one of 
extreme delicacy and it placed the Central Board and the 
government in a quandary. The Colonial Secretary — for once 
taking the chair at the Central Board's meeting — announced 
that he would like to see the Health Board do what they could 
for the community and for the general preservation of health, 
a rather strange statement since this was the only possible 
reason for the Board's existence. However, if the government 
or Board attempted to force the Municipal Council to resort 
to some method other than using the Kelvin Grove reserve 
and the council would not adopt that method, the Board would 
be in a very awkward position. Mcllwraith therefore proposed 
to reply to the petitioning Divisional Boards informing them that 
the Central Board of Health was not competent to'deal with the 
matter'''. The implication of this statement was clear and the 
municipal council was not slow to take advantage of it. At all 
times there had been considerable rivalry between the Local 
Board of Health and the Council, not to mention the bitter 
altercations which had been an invariable attribute of normal 
proceedings between the Municipal Council and the Central 
Board. Indeed, councillors now reminded each other that they 
had always been averse to the city's being proclaimed under 
the Health Act. They had always felt that their by-laws were 
superior to any regulations the Central Board of Health could 
produce and they were resentful of the expense entailed by an 
irresponsible Local Board which they could not control^^ Their 
observations on the feelings of the Council were completely 
true. 
The steady resistance of the Municipal Council had delayed 
the proclamation of Brisbane until 17 May 1873, although the 
Health Act had been on the statute book for many months and 
the capital was seen as a "reproach" to the Central Board of 
Health "as an abode of filth, abominable smells and foul and 
fatal effluvia of all kinds"^^. Indeed it required the petitions 
of many of the city's medical men and of the members of the 
Central Board, who viewed "with the greatest anxiety and 
concern the increase of endemic and epidemic disease in the 
District of Brisbane arising from insufficient and defective 
drainage and other remedical causes"^", to prod the then 
Colonial Secretary, Arthur Palmer, into proclaiming the 
municipality under the Act. Even after proclamation the 
Municipal Council continued to refuse to appoint a Local Board 
of Health. The government finally forced the appointment of a 
Local Board in Brisbane by the threat of legal action which the 
city solicitor considered could not be successfully resisted^^. 
Ten years later the Municipal Council, fully realising the 
government's discomfort over the manure depot, approached 
Mcllwraith with a request that he should not re-proclaim the 
city under the unsatisfactory Health Act of 1872. They claimed 
that the whole health system was eminently unsuited to the 
requirements of the colony and that the Health Act nullified 
the principle of local self-government. Speaking for all the 
municipalities of the colony the Council deputation reported 
the unanimous opinion of a municipal conference held some 
weeks previously in Brisbane. Members felt that the control 
of matters affecting the public health in the various towns should 
be left entirely to the municipal authorities concerned^^. The 
Colonial Secretary acceded to the Council's request, completing 
the breakdown of the proclamation system of the Health Act 
and leaving the way open for the Act's repeal. Mcllwraith 
informed the Council through the Central Board of Health that 
he was then and had been for some time of the opinion that 
the conservation of the public health should not be the function 
of central government but should be left entirely to the local 
bodies elected by the ratepayers^''. They after all had to foot 
the larger part of the bill for sanitary improvements. The 
Colonial Secretary persisted in this course in the face of protest. 
The householders and residents of the Breakfast Creek district, 
professing themselves "sensible of the many sanitary benefits 
conferred upon them by the Local Board"^^, prayed that the 
Premier would again bring their district under the provisions 
of the Health Act. Mcllwraith wasted no time on this — his 
marginal comment was simply "No". 
The reaction of Breakfast Creek residents was not typical. 
The members of the WooUoongabba Divisional Board were 
certainly convinced that they were quite capable of taking the 
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health responsibilities of their district upon themselves^'. 
Unfortunately their performance did not match their confidence. 
Under the Divisional Board's guidance the area fell into a 
"dreadful state", with dead animals and all sorts of objectionable 
refuse left scattered about in different parts of the division, as 
one fortnightly Board meeting after another went by without 
"anything like a systematic course of action being entered 
upon"'"'. Yet earlier in the year WooUoongabba residents were 
so anxious to be rid of a Local Board of Health which was 
useless, expensive, and a source of friction that one Divisional 
Board member suggested that the local health body should be 
knocked on the head'"! 
The records of other authorities in and about Brisbane were 
not much better. As The Telegraph pointed out, in the matter 
of nuisances where Local Boards of Health had been abolished, 
residents were at the mercy of any one who chose to allow the 
most intolerable nuisances to remain on his property''^. The 
Central Board of Health contended that when sanitary affairs 
were placed in the hands of the Brisbane Municipal Council 
the smells in various parts of the city, but particularly in Queen 
Street, were "simply abominable and were becoming almost 
unendurable"^^. 
As the proclamation periods for towns under the Act ran 
out all of the various local authorities concerned had their 
chance to show how well they could cope with sanitary evils 
in their areas. However, as one of the main aims of ridding 
themselves of the Local Health Boards had been the hope that 
expenses would go down, the possibility of any great improve-
ments was rather remote. But the difficulties facing local 
authorities were tremendous and should not be underestimated. 
Many of the problems were of very long standing. A number 
of places in Brisbane, for example, had managed to get into a 
shockingly insanitary state when the municipal council, the 
Central Board of Health, and the Local Board were all 
supposedly working to improve sanitary conditions. One such 
place, where children were dying of "typhoid fever of the most 
malignant type", was discovered by a horrified Dr John Thomson, 
member of the Central Board of Health and tireless worker for 
health reform, while Brisbane was still proclaimed under the 
Health Act. The editor of The Courier labelled this place, a 
house in Herbert St., Spring Hill, as one of the most notorious 
ever to come to his notice. "Putrefaction was constant and 
foul gases were constandy being emitted"''". This nuisance 
certainly did not spring up overnight. Investigation revealed it 
to be the result of years of accumulation of filth. 
Other localities had problems of a different sort. Creeks and 
rivers in an area favourable to trade attracted slaughter yards, 
tanneries, bone-crushing yards, and similar industries, and local 
authorities frequently had to cope with almost unbelievable 
pollution problems which rendered the water completely impure 
and totally unfit for use of any kind. "Offal and garbage 
and all manner of animal matter sweltering and putrifying, 
contaminating the atmosphere and breeding countless swarms of 
maggots"''^ had been problems in areas like Lutwyche and 
Breakfast Creek in the seventies, and even the intervention of 
the Central Board of Health had completely failed to prevent 
the erection of even more slaughter houses''^. With the lapse 
of some of the Health Act provisions the District Boards were 
more helpless than before, as Breakfast Creek residents freely 
admitted. Often, where noxious trades were involved. Boards 
had to contend with vested interests whose influential friends 
sat on the Benches responsible for granting slaughter house and 
other licences. It was not uncommon for magistrates to decide 
directly against the advice of divisional or town councils and 
health authorities where their own advantage or that of their 
friends was involved''''. In any case councils and boards had to 
choose between two evils. They could decide to try to expel or 
repulse industries likely to have noxious effluent from their areas, 
many of which were still not far removed from the pioneering 
stage, an action which appeared foolish from the immediate 
economic point of view. Conversely, they feared that any 
The Drawings 8, 9, 10 display the general as well as the exact 
arrangements of the utensils within and without the closets. Dravyings 
8 and 9 are views of the front; 10 is a view of the back. If examined, 
these seem to explain themselves singly, in relation to one another, and 
collectively, and all the parts may be easily understood by comparing and 
examining the various diagrams. 
The scale is about 1/30 of an inch to the inch. 
Drawing 8,/;, is the colander with its handle. It is a very important 
utensil, for it is the place for all slops to be emptied into; it is raised up 
and turned round so as to be well seen. When this colander, h. is in 
position, as in drawing 9, it is situated immediately above a fixed grating, 
and may then receive all kinds of chamber slops — contents of children's 
pots, hair. wool, feathers, peelings, &c. &c. The fixed grating, mentioned 
as being beneath the colander, h, is to make sure that nothing of any 
size, nor hairs, &c. should get into the drains. AH liquids are thus 
allowed to run through, but the solids of every kind are retained to 
be emptied from this movable colander. /;. into the can, /, Drawing 8, 
seen beneath through the liule open doorway. 
In the first and second closet compartments (Drawing 9). the fronts of 
the seats are raised, showing, in the first, the urinal, b. with its closet 
can. d, both exactly in position; and in the second, the urinal trough, c, 
with its closet can, d, (of which receptacles there may be many, one in 
each succeeding and similar compartment), also in exact position. Along 
the upper and front edge of the urinal trough, c. may be seen the water 
pipe, to admit of the continued washing to keep it sweet. 
Drawing 9, as explained, gives a front exposed view of the general 
arrangements and utensils of these necessaries or closets. 
Drawing 10 gives a back view of the general arrangements of the 
compartments and of the utensils. At /' is seen the orifice of the pipe 
which receives and conducts the urine, strained chamber slops, and water 
to be forwarded in an open drain or to be continued in a proper closed 
drain, as may be found feasible. 
It may be thought that the repetitions in the drawings are unnecessary; 
but with the general public much is learnt almost unconsciously by the 
eye, and the scientific reader will admit that this is a subject of so 
much general and scientific importance that it cannot be made too plain, 
even at the expense of what may seem almost unnecessary repetitions. 
[Dr Hugh Bell.— The Dry Closet System, after Nature. Brisbane, 
Gordon and Gotch, 1881. p. 11. Q.S.A. COL/A 421, in-letter 
no. 2955 of 1885.1 
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excessive polludon or even adverse publicity concerning the 
possibility of it could interfere with their district's advancement'"*. 
Newspapers were the main publishers of nuisances, although 
not with the intention of "slating" men in office^', and certainly 
not with the idea of preventing expansion or progress in any 
part of the colony. Rather it was often left to the press to 
supply the "deficient sense of smell in the official nose" and 
direct the attention of the authorities to "stinks which, if left 
unchecked to spread, might have decimated the population"^". 
So authorities in Mackay were urged to devise a drainage system 
which would eliminate the "stinks" which plagued the citizens 
and the quagmire in the main street*". The corporation of 
Ipswich was taken to task over the dangerous smell arising from 
an opening carelessly left by their own workmen*'^. Ratepayers 
joined in this call for remedial action to remove the causes of 
the shocking "stench" (the mildest word this particular 
correspondent could find) before the heat of summer increased 
the danger of disease«\ Sickness was very prevalent in Roma, 
the hospitals being full of patients, and though the excessive 
heat made conditions "very trying" the worst misfortune of the 
inhabitants was the shocking insanitary state of the town**". 
In Cairns one irate correspondent, knowing the active interest 
taken by the local paper in health matters, wrote protesting 
against the lack of action of the Divisional Board. This body 
had failed to draw up proper sanitary regulations or even to 
provide for the removal of nightsoil, matters which should have 
had their closest attention since there was no longer any local 
health board. If the Divisional Board would provide proper 
by-laws and regulations and would then properly inspect 
premises Cairns would not remain "in the present condidon of 
dirt which is an outrage to all sense of decency"'*'. And in 
Maryborough a local journal took both the corporation and the 
citizens to task. The "beastly state" of the street gutters deserved 
the special consideration of the municipal authority but the 
carelessness of the townspeople in the matter of domestic 
drainage was also a matter for great concern. With the number 
of typhoid fever victims growing daily the newspaper appealed 
for an end to the indifference which was producing such 
"unfortunate" results***'. 
Typhoid was certainly gaining a vicious hold in all centres 
of population in Queensland. By 1884 the situation had grown 
far beyond the "unfortunate" stage. 
Typhoid is stalking through this colony in a free and easy 
manner that should arouse our . . . authorities to take 
some action, not only to stop its ravages, but if possible, 
to stamp it out altogether.^"' 
The scourge which was cutting short an increasing number of 
valuable lives and laying many other Queenslanders very low 
indeed did direct the attention of the public and the authorities 
to the wretched sanitary condition in the colony's towns and 
villages and finally forced the government to introduce a new 
and more effective Health Act. Even so, administrative 
procedures were very slow — criminally slow according to The 
Brisbane Courier^^ — and many local authorities found them-
selves in predicaments similar to that of Toowoomba. 
Toowoomba, having experienced the disastrous typhoid 
epidemic of 1878, was most anxious to avoid another visitation, 
and Mr Groom, the mayor, forwarded the new council sanitary 
by-laws required by the government immediately after the town's 
proclamation under the 1872 Health Act had ceased. However, 
on 28 April 1884 Groom reported to the Colonial Secretary 
that, in consequence of the non-confirmation of the by-laws 
sent to the government in the previous October, typhoid fever 
was again prevalent. Earth-closets were supposed to be the 
means of dissemination of the disease, and they were in "a 
most disgraceful condition". When, asked the Mayor rather 
desperately, would the Colonial Secretary be likely to act in 
the matter**'. 
With death rates rising abnormally'", not only in provincial 
towns but also right under the noses of the executive in the 
capital, the government, now led by Samuel Griffith, was proving 
rather more sensitive to this health problem than was usual. 
Newspapers throughout the country had constandy attacked the 
government and local authorities on the typhoid issue. The 
Brisbane Courier in particular had kept its columns open for 
discussion of the subject until the editor feared that his readers 
would be "surfeited by letters concerning typhoid fever and the 
repulsive details necessarily dwelt on."". The govemment was 
especially vulnerable to attack on typhoid since one of its own 
buildings, the Immigration Depot, was alleged by the press to be 
"a nursery for the breeding and dissemination of this most 
dangerous and deadly fever"'^. At least two persons had 
contracted typhoid in the building, as the government officer 
admitted, and many others had been dispatched from the depot 
to the hospital suffering from the disease. These persons, it was 
claimed, had been infected on the immigrant ships. The govern-
ment agent emphatically repudiated the "foolish and utterly 
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unsupported outcry against this building on the part of the 
press of the colony", which had suggested that the depot was 
"completely unfit for occupation by immigrants"'^. But the 
agent himself was hard pressed to find anything good to say 
about the place and admitted that substantial structural changes 
were long overdue. And the fact remained that large numbers 
of migrants brought in to meet the country's demand for labour 
were compelled to live in dangerously overcrowded conditions 
in a buUding which, if not "saturated with typhoid germs"'", 
was certainly "always dirty" and in places absolutely filthy'^. 
They would then issue forth "carrying the poisons in their 
systems" into Queensland town and country homes'^. 
By May 1884 the rising death toll in the capital had so 
alarmed the government that a sub-committee of the Central 
Board of Health was appointed to enquire into the causes and 
prevalence of typhoid fever in Brisbane'''. Fairly predictably 
the committee headed straight for the manure depot to begin 
investigations. They were unable to solve the problem of the 
origin of typhoid after this visit but they did assure the people 
of Brisbane "that the danger was not there"'^. Once again the 
ire of local iiUiabitants feU on Central Board of Health heads", 
while The Brisbane Courier regretted that the committee had 
been unable to offer any practical results^"". 
It is doubtful if any ad hoc arrangements could have 
alleviated Queensland's health situation at this stage. What 
was needed was a new comprehensive Health Act to enable 
authorities to deal effectively not only with the immediate 
crisis but also with the day-to-day health requirements of the 
rapidly growing communities of the colony. It is true that no 
amount of legislation, however admirable it may be, can be 
implemented successfuUy "if the administration is lax, indifferent 
or altogether deficient", allowing public health to become "the 
sport of every infectious disease that comes along"i"i. The 
situation in Queensland showed that it was impossible to 
administer efficiendy an Act which had proved utterly unequal 
to even normal situations and was, in fact, no longer proclaimed. 
Certainly the Act could not possibly cover an exigency such 
as faced the Queensland government in 1884. 
The new Public Health BiU was initiated on 12 August 1884102, 
the day after news of the outbreak and rapid spread of cholera 
in Europe was published in Brisbane. This was a matter of 
no slight interest to Queenslanders. The previous year the 
Australasian Medical Gazette had warned that although the 
duration of the voyage of saUing ships from Europe had saved 
AustraUa from many of the diseases of the old world the 





(By courtesy of W. Foote.) 
Page Ten Queensland Heritage 
Orient and other steamship lines had robbed the colonies of 
that protection'"''. Continuing colony-wide press reports of the 
spread of cholera give some indication of the interest of 
Queenslanders in this dreaded disease. In December 1885 there 
was real cause for alarm. Screaming headlines announced that 
cholera had arrived in Queensland's northern ports aboard the 
ship D(;n/A7c/fl'"". 
But at the time of the introduction of the 1884 Bill health 
problems were of local, not international, origin and were of 
almost endemic proportions. The Health Bill was welcomed by 
both Houses and by all shades of political opinion, for the need 
for legislation was obvious and pressing and "the suppression of 
stinks is a platform on which all men may meet as friends 
arrayed against a common enemy"'"''. The Bill passed all stages 
and received assent on 21 October 1884. But its provisions 
were far from being perfect and Queensland's sanitary problems 
were still a long way from being solved. Many of the provisions 
of the new Act were similar to those of its predecessor which 
was now repealed. Once again there was provision for a Central 
Board of Health, this time to have not more than seven members 
and with a minimum of three medical practitioners. This clause 
caused considerable debate. It was opposed by those members 
who preferred either a single medical officer of health holding 
wide powers under the minister or a smaller, more effective 
board. It was defended by Griffith who did not feel able 
"to propose that the minister of the day, with the advice of 
one medical officer, should be empowered to order the local 
authority to do what he liked . . ."'"*'. Those members who 
objected to the Board on the basis of past performance had 
some very strong evidence on which to base their claims that 
the time was ripe for change. All objections were overruled 
and the clause went through as the government had planned. 
The question of the powers of the Central Board also 
presented knotty problems, especially from the point of view 
of the Brisbane Municipal Council which protested strongly 
over the controls granted under the new Act to the irresponsible 
Board'"''. In fact the local authorities gained much greater 
power over health matters under this Act than they had held 
before and the Central Board could interfere only if the 
corporation in question was found "after due enquiry" to be 
guilty of neglect'"**. One complete change in the 1884 Act was 
the abolition of Local Boards of Health and this strengthened 
the hands of councils and divisional boards. There was another 
important departure from the terms of the old Act. Government 
extension of the Act was to take place not merely when serious 
outbreaks of disease threatened in any district. Instead fifteen 
municipalities and three divisions'"' were automatically brought 
under those parts of the Act which dealt with sewerage and 
drainage, scavenging and cleansing of houses and streets, and 
the regulations relating to cellar dwellings and lodging houses"". 
The Governor in Council was to be empowered to extend these 
parts of the Act "in any other Municipality or Division" should 
the need arise. But the remainder of the Act was to have 
general application throughout the whole colony. 
The government tackled another matter in the 1884 Health 
Act which had troubled all concerned with health affairs 
throughout the seventies and eariy eighties and which had 
frequendy featured in the Health Act Amendment attempts. 
Money, or the lack of it, continued to plague bodies responsible 
for health affairs. The new Act empowered local authorities to 
levy "a general health rate" to enable them to carry out the 
provisions of that Act'", and the government became liable to 
pay the same endowment on the new rates as that already 
payable on general rates. Too liberal interpretation of this 
clause by the local authorities who tried to extract endowments 
on purely municipal matters such as closet-cleansing rates, and 
the government's refusal to meet the authorities in this matter, 
were to become new bases for friction. Other matters which 
had caused bitterness in the past were not much improved by 
the 1884 Health Act though some members of parUament did 
their best in debate to have some unsatisfactory clauses altered. 
One clause quite bitterly contested was especially concerned with 
drainage and related matters"^. Problems of "what to do" with 
".soap-suddy water" and "the overflow from such places as 
butchers' shops, . . . which . . . lay exposed to the sun perhaps 
a month or two""^ could not be solved merely by legislation. 
One member suggested that until a nation-wide system of 
sewerage was provided no effective stay of preventable disease 
could be expected. There were many in the Hou.se who agreed 
with him but the clause went through unchanged"". 
There were other unsuccessful challenges to provisions of the 
legislation especially tho.se which referred to the disposal of 
one municipality's nuisance within the boundary of another, or 
nuisances created on boundary lines themselves"'^. Although 
this was one problem which had cau.sed so much distress and 
bitterness both for private persons and local authorities under 
the old Health Act this clause also passed without substantial 
amendment"^. Obviously the legislators themselves had no ideas 
for solving this very real difficulty which was to cause even more 
trouble in the future. 
Other matters of importance covered by this Act related to the 
inspection of meat, fish, fruit, vegetables, milk, and other foods. 
Unfortunately inspection difficulties reduced the effectiveness of 
these clauses considerably. Even the sections which provided for 
legal proceedings to enable the enforcement of the Act and 
covered the possibility of appeals against legal decisions were 
not foolproof but at least the provision was there. 
Despite the faults which were to become increasingly plain 
the Health Act of 1884 was a considerable step forward from 
that of 1872. Based on the British Health Act of 1875, which 
at the time of its passing had covered the whole known field of 
health sanitation, the Queensland Act was far more compre-
hensive than its predecessor and many matters were brought 
under legislative control for the first time. With its passing the 
population of Queensland was subject to far stricter supervision 
than it had ever known before. Theoretically at least the citizens 
were not safe from the provisions of the Act in their homes, 
shops and warehouses, in private yards or public streets. For, 
reluctant as he was to infringe upon the liberty of the subject. 
Premier Griffith had at last concluded that in "every law relating 
to the public health . . . the comfort of the individual must yield 
to the good of the public""''. Yet the colony's first real health 
crisis after 1884 — the arrival of the cholera-stricken vessel 
Dorunda — was greatly aggravated by government inefficiency 
and bungling, in spite of the wider powers conferred by the 
Act. And a capital city which was plagued by a large open 
drain "always full of stinking ink coloured sewage""^ and 
another emitting such an overpowering stench that passengers 
on steamers moored nearby had to leave their berths to lodge 
in the city'" could hardly claim to have dealt successfully with 
its problems of sanitation. Indeed, hopes that the Queensland 
Public Health Act of 1884 would be "the panacea for all our 
sanitary troubles"'2" were very far from being realized. The 
Act was in fact only what Dr Hobbs might have called another 
"instalment"'^', a "mere preliminary" to the introduction of a 
comprehensive system of town drainage and the establishment of 
"a proper medical officer and department of health"i22. 
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